Repression and Sublimation of
IT IS A critical commonplace that Wuthering Heights is informed by the presence of nature: metaphors drawn from nature provide much of the book's descriptive language -as when Cathy describes Heathcliff as "an arid wilderness of furze and whinstone"-and the reader leaves the book with the sensation of having experienced a realistic portrayal of the Yorkshire landscape.' There are, however, very few scenes in the novel that are actually set outof-doors. With a few exceptions, the crucial events take place in one or the other of the two houses. Cathy and Heathcliff, the characters whose relations to nature would seem to be the strongest and the most important to the novel, are never presented on the moors, together or apart, in either of the two major narrative layers. From their formative childhood we have as evidence of their attachment to nature Cathy's diary account of their naughty escapade under the dairy maid's cloak, but she omits any direct description of what they actually did out-of-doors. In contrast to the lack of detail about Cathy and Heathcliff, the character who is most devoted to staying indoors, Linton Heathcliff, is seen in two extensive outdoor scenes during his meetings with the second Cathy. Cathy both talks about and is seen in nature, but her grand excursion to Penistone Crags, her most significant foray into nature, is left to conjecture. All that is shown of the whole adventure is the encounter inside Wuthering Heights after Nelly arrives.
It is difficult to catalog something that is not there, but surely it is peculiar that Bronte did not show us even once what her protagonists were like in their element. Heathcliff disappears into a raging storm after hearing Cathy say it would degrade her to marry him. Why does the author not give us one moment's observation of Heathcliff struggling against the storm? There is a brief description of Cathy going out to the road in search of him, "where, heedless of my expostulations, and the growling thunder, and 9 Nature in Wuthering Heights the great drops that began to plash round her, she remained calling, at intervals, and then listening, and then crying outright."2 But Bronti quickly switches the narrative from Cathy to the scene indoors, so that most of the storm is narrated in terms of how it feels and sounds from inside: the effect of a falling tree limb is measured by the clatter of stones and soot it knocks into the kitchen fire and by Joseph's moralizing vociferations. The next time Cathy enters the narrative she has come back indoors, because the narrative is itself a kind of house, which the characters leave and enter and leave again. Bronte always seems to bend her vision away from nature.
This avoidance of direct presentation of the natural context is caused in part by the chosen perspective of Nelly, who cannot be expected to have followed her characters out into the wilds. She is a "domestic" and her perspective is necessarily housebound. Nelly's indoor perspective would seem to be reinforced by Lockwood's perspective as an invalid in bed during the first part of the narrative and by his displeasure with nature throughout, his own single contact with the elements having been almost lethal. Yet Nelly's narrative has achieved impossibilities elsewhere in the novel, and there is no reason to think that Bronte could not have maneuvered her narrators into position for natural observation if she had wished to do so. She must have had a purpose in choosing two such domestic characters for narrators in the first place.
In a novel whose elaborate structure of narrator-within-narrator puts in doubt the very possibility of talking about a "real" presence of nature or of anything else, it is still necessary to designate a hierarchy of narrative layers according to their relative degrees of realism.3 The implausible fiction that Nelly spoke her highly literate and structured tale to Lockwood and that Lockwood remembered it and wrote it down verbatim might be evidence for an argument that Bronte is dismissing the current convention of narrative realism. Yet, in spite of this selfproclaiming fictiveness, the novel also makes the effort to maintain the most common attributes of realism: characters that are meant to seem and do seem quite plausible, a cohesive geographical layout, a plot that obeys the laws of cause and effect. The present distinction between the reader's impression of a detailed portrait of Yorkshire life and landscape and the actual absence of such a presentation is itself part of the fine balance Bronti maintains between fictional realism and overt fictiveness. The layering of the narrative enacts the range of degrees of fictiveness. The reader is asked to take Lockwood's account of his own actions and impressions as the most real, since it is the most experiential;
Nelly's quoted story would be the next most real, because Lockwood listens to it; but descending from these relatively trustworthy accounts is the hearsay evidence of the various interpolated narratives and letters, which are increasingly further from Lockwood's own experience and liable to greater distortion. strictly speaking, to write of it at all is to deny its literalness or primariness, but there is rarely even any relatively literal use of nature, that is, any description of nature for its own sake, without reference to anything outside the immediate scene. The respect for nature's primacy, which this abstention from description implies, is completely bypassed when nature is used for figurative purposes. Nature as a figure becomes subservient to whatever it is used to describe, dropping from the primacy of the unnamed to what might be described as a tertiary status, since it is named not for its own sake but for the sake of something else. This could be called nature as adjective or pronoun, where the place of the noun in such a syntactic model is occupied by the characters who are generally the objects of such figurative descriptions.
To use nature as a figure is to make nature secondary to what it describes, and to describe someone by means of figures-or with language at all-is to impose a limitation of perspectivism or metaphor that reduces whatever is primal in that character. When Heathcliff is "like a savage beast getting goaded to death with knives and spears," both man and beast are brought together into a region of compromise, which impinges on the primacy of each. Heathcliff's agony would seem to be unspeakable, indescribable, so that to reduce that experience to speech is, in some slight way, to diminish its grandeur. The indefinite is sublime; the finite, that which can be figured, is not. Every time the reader's vision of Heathcliff is made definite by a specific comparison, Heathcliff becomes more human and less demonic, even, curiously, when he is compared to a demon. The passages that serve instead to expand the reader's sense of him are those in which the narrator says that some event has been evaded or omitted by the narrative, when a space of absence is opened up, such as his mysterious three-year sojourn or his nighttime wanderings just before his death. Those numinous absences usually take place in unseen nature, just where we have located nature's primacy as well, and have the same status of being primary or original that unseen nature has. There are, then, two radically separate versions of nature in the novel: the primal or literal, which is unseen or evaded, and the figurative, which thrives on the textual surface of the novel.
A characteristic figurative use of nature, often cited as evidence for the presence of "real" nature in the novel, is the device of employing a natural object as a metaphor for character, almost with the force of a metonymy or a symbol, in that frequently the natural object substitutes syntactically for the person described. These are among the most memorable passages in the book .not because they introduce "real" nature but because they confirm the reader's sense that the novel is organized by the two opposing principles embodied in the two houses, Wuthering Heights and Thrushcross Grange; they aid the systematization of reading. A brief survey will show that these passages almost always involve a polarity between two extremes, which are In the scene just before Heathcliff's return after his long absence, the landscape between the Grange and the Heights hovers on the edge between literal and symbolic description, between degrees of figurativeness. Cathy and Edgar are gazing out at twilight, and, to Nelly, "both the room, and its occupants, and the scene they gazed on looked wondrously peaceful" (p. 133). Yet the action of looking out from inside, which is peaceful, clearly predicts the event to come, almost as though the characters were waiting in expectation. The main feature of the landscape is the "long line of mist," which describes the axis of the two houses but does not quite connect them. The line of mist is on the verge of symbolizing the reconnection of the two houses about to take place, but not quite, because, although the hills called Wuthering Heights rise above the vapor, the house that takes its name from them "was invisible-it rather drops down on the other side." It is a beautiful passage, but it is almost occluded by the requirements of symbolization. The passage intends a vision of repose before the onslaught of Heathcliff's arrival, yet nature is never reposeful because it is always talking, radiating significance. Cathy and Edgar think they are looking out at the unconscious beauty of nature, but they inhabit a text, and the reader knows that they are in the presence of a veritable book of instruction.
This pattern of symbolic landscape continues throughout the novel, and there is a gradual passage from equivocal to unequivocal symbolization. In a passage about nature's obliviousness to Heathcliff's grief over Cathy's death, a symbol for tears lurks in the image of "the dew that had gathered on the budded branches, and fell pattering round him" (p. 202). Four pages later, only hours after Cathy's burial, the spring weather turns to winter and we are back in a fully symbolic landscape. It is no coincidence that the second Cathy's "coming of age," the dreary walk she takes at about the time of her seventeenth birthday when she confronts both her father's coming death and her knowledge of Heathcliff's true evil, is the setting for her discovery of symbolism in a landscape. Thinking of the omission in the other Cathy's diary, one might say that childhood is a time when nature is perceived as itself, with no effort to transform it into a text or to give it any extranatural significance, while adulthood is partly an initiation into symbol making. Nelly points out a last bluebell remaining from summer, under the roots of a tree where Cathy used to climb and sing, "happier than words can express," and suggests that she "clamber up, and pluck it to show papa" (p. 263). Cathy stares at it a long time, then gives it a meaning, as grown-ups would: "No, I'll not touch it-but it looks melancholy, does it not, Ellen?" A little later Cathy and Linton disagree about their ideas of a natural heaven, more or less realizing that nature has become a symbol for character. Toward the end, when Heathcliff's approaching death dominates the narrative, the tendency to render the landscape symbolic is epitomized in his vision of Cathy's spirit in the landscape. He does considerably more than take the landscape as a representation of Cathy, because the landscape is literally replaced by her image: "I cannot look down to this floor, but her features are shaped in the flags! In every cloud, in every tree-filling the air at night, and caught by glimpses in every object, by day I am surrounded with her image!" (p. 353). Days before his death, walking through the house with his eyes focused on a spot a few feet in front of him, Heathcliff seems really to see her ghost and we are asked to believe in a projection, which undoes any remnant sense that the landscape might have qualities of its own. The boy who sees the two ghosts "under t' Nab" after Heathcliff's death verifies the fact that this landscape is saturated not just with the presence of an authorial consciousness but with the human "spirit" as well.
Heathcliff Freud describes repression as a defense mechanism that is turned against instincts, primarily sexual ones. To gratify these instincts would bring immediate pleasure, but it would ultimately bring an even greater degree of unpleasure, because it would call up fresh causes for repression. Literary critics interpret repression to mean an action performed not on sexual instincts but on analogous threats to psychic pleasure or psychic life. In Poetry and Repression Harold Bloom tells us that poets must repress their awareness of their debt to literary precursors in order to keep on writing." To oversimplify vastly Bloom's complex argument, this repression occurs because, although capitulation to the greatness of the precursor would solve the immediate painful conflict, it also would bring about the greater displeasure of writing weak poetry or no poetry at all. Jacques Derrida in his article "Freud and the Scene of Writing" gives repression a similarly privileged role in making writing possible.6 Repression partially breaks the contact between the unconscious or memory and the conscious or perception, so that memory does not block the acquisition of new perceptions, and writing is then the relation, the single point of contact between memory and perception. It is not necessary to go so far as to point to the displacement into nature of either Bronte's libido or her precursors as the cause of her repression of nature. The common characteristic of that which is said to be repressed, whether it be instinct, precursors, or memory, is that it carries the force of literal meaning and thus has primacy, because figuration is a deviation from the literal and is therefore secondary. Instinct, precursors, and memory are involuntary residents of consciousness: that is, if they are part of psychic content it is not because the psyche wills it so. They hinder psychic health, or creativity as a literary form of psychic health, by putting everything that is a product of the will into a secondary position, the position of having deviated from an original. They dominate the claim to primacy. In the case of Bronte, literal nature has the effect of blocking creativity by making her feel that anything she writes about it will be secondary. I am not attempting here to psychoanalyze the biographical Emily Bronte; I am referring to the psyche that is available to the reader, Bronte as she presents herself in the text, intentionally or not. If actual people repress threatening drives by abstaining from those activities, or repress dangerous memories by forgetting them, then the corresponding act of repression for the literary psyche would be to keep the dangerous element out of the text, which is that psyche's version of consciousness. Bronte must repress literal nature by not naming it directly, in order to write.
In Freud, "successful" repression, repression that succeeds in driving the threatening force underground forever, is not as desirable as certain kinds of unsuccessful repression, if the repressed material returns in a different and unthreatening form. This is one of Freud's definitions of sublimation, and that is what Bronte's conversion of literal nature into figuration accomplishes: repressed material returns in a form useful to her, radiantly creative because it has been tamed, made tertiary, deprived of its threatening independence of meaning and subservient to imposed meaning. The energy cathected to one has been transferred to the other. This is why there is an absolute difference between primal nature, whose lurking presence is only implied, and figurative nature, which appears so abundantly: when the repressed material returns, it must be cleared of original or literal meaning. (Sublimation is distinct from reaction-formation, which is the substitution of something harmless for something too potent. Here, sublimation offers an altered version of the same, not a substitution.)
In The Problem of Anxiety and Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality Freud proposes a model for sublimation, which may describe the process as it functions in Wuthering Heights.7 An activity that is not inherently erotic can become eroticized and, once it has taken on the force of a sexual drive, the individual will then abstain from it just as if it were actually dangerous. This takes place because of excessive eroticization of the part of the body that performs the activity. Freud's image for this process is the path: a path is broken in the psyche, allowing too great contact between sex and the fingers or writing or between sex and the feet or walking. If the process is one of pathbreaking, then it should be possible to reverse the direction of the path or to travel psychically in the opposite direction, away from rather than toward eroticization. To take this path backward, to desexualize a function in order that it cease to require repression, is to sublimate. On the basis of this model, it could be said that there is a psychic path in Bronte between nature and some primal force, not necessarily sexual, which could be called her sense of the literal, or whatever it is that threatens to preempt her power to write or to imagine. Fearing that it is nature that threatens creativity, she abstains from bringing nature into her novel as an unmediated presence. In Cathy's diary fragment, an experience in nature does not need to be written about, but the reader also suspects it could not be written about. Perhaps Bronti's fear is that, if she were to attempt to write nature directly into her book, the attempt would produce silence, because reality can never enter a text without mediation. Her figurative uses of nature suggest that the path can be and is reversed. Instead of associating nature with the force of the literal, she associates it with that which is purely nonliteral, her invented characters. Nature is deprived of its primacy, or de-eroticized on the Freudian model; yet the sublimation into figure making cannot have redirected all the energy attached to the repressed material-or the path is at best a two-way street -because she still cannot write a scene in nature that does not testify to constant vigilance, and the lacunae show that repression is still at work. In some of the symbolic landscapes we have seen how she verges on affording the image some degree of independence from her characters, but her inability to sustain this for long is the trace of a repression not wholly cured or emptied out.
It is important to point out that she is repressing, not nature, but what nature has come to represent or to be associated with; nature is a vehicle for something else. In one paper on repression Freud makes a distinction between the instinct and its "ideational representative."8 The repressed itself cannot be named because as such it never enters consciousness at all. Nature does enter consciousness, or the present time of the narrative (in the form of Lockwood's fearful snowstorm), and is then driven out again, to be sublimated later. We must take the nature that is absent from Wuthering Heights as the ideational representative of something inherently unnamable, perhaps what we call reality, perhaps something else. What Freud is saying is that a process like sublimation, the process of finding a name for the feared thing, takes place even before repression proper can begin. Repression appears to be directed at the nature that is omitted in Bronte's lacunae, but there is an even more threatening force behind that nature, for which nature is only the representative. When Cathy is sick with her fatal "madness" she speaks the only direct or scenic presentation in the novel of any part of her and Heathcliff's childhood on the moors. Pulling the feathers out of her pillow, she finds a lapwing's, which looses a flood of memory: "Bonny bird; wheeling over our heads in the middle of the moor. It wanted to get to its nest, for the clouds touched the swells, and it felt rain coming. This feather was picked up from the heath, the bird was not shot-we saw its nest in winter, full of little skeletons. Heathcliff set a trap over it, and the old ones dare not come. I made him promise he'd never shoot a lapwing, after that, and he didn't." Waking from her first fit of unconsciousness, she finds she had forgotten (or repressed) all of her life since the last occasion of being at one with Heathcliff, just before their last expedition to spy in the windows at the Grange, the history of her defection from Heathcliff. Further, the motif of abandoned infants is a recurrent one.!) Heathcliff himself was left to starve by his own parents, and, orphaned again by Mr. Earnshaw's death, he was subject to the cruelty of another parent figure. In addition to being cruel, Heathcliff is already a symbol maker, old beyond his years, imposing the horrors of his own experience on a helpless world of things. The picture of the children's experience of nature is hardly as innocent as Cathy might have led herself and the reader to believe, during her outbursts of longing for the past. The story is also not about Heathcliff alone. The most curious fact about it is Cathy's halfwilling complicity in its events. She finds her reward for the painful memory in the recollection of Heathcliff's sweet obedience to her request not to shoot any more lapwings and takes it as evidence of a harmonious childhood. However, her interdict on shooting extends only to lapwings, and, by distinguishing shooting as the form of killing of which she disapproves, she half admits an attraction to the far more perverse technique that Heathcliff did use. Where spots of blood as evidence of shooting would upset her, the trap placed over the nest causes her no special distress; and there is clearly a macabre fascination in the tone of "full of little skeletons," a mixture of attraction and repulsion. After all, if her reaction had been one of complete distaste, she would have made him promise never to kill any birds, or any animals, using whatever weapon. But she does not. The memory, almost blurted out, testifies to why she is really so afraid, to the point of madness. Real memories such as that one, memories that balance Heathcliff's sweet submission with his diabolical cruelty and implicate her in a similar way, preempt her reconstructed memories, which are as secondary as any figure or other deviation from literal truth. Any effort to recreate a nicer childhood and so attain some degree of psychic health for the present is ruined by such influxes of the literal.
It is not Bronte's but her fictional character's repressions that have so disastrously returned. Nature and her memory of the past are Cathy's ideational representatives for Heathcliff, or for that in her which "is" Heathcliff, and that repression is distinct from Bronte's repression. Nevertheless, Cathy's experience must be analogous to Bronte's own. The lapwing story is just such a narrative as we might have expected to find in the part of the book about Cathy and Heathcliff's childhood, and its late appearance, out of sequence, suggests that it functions for Bronte as a return of her own narrative omissions, a return of her own repressed. It is, of course, impossible to know whether Bronte consciously determined this pattern or whether it is truly a welling up of unconscious elements; in either case, the reader's experience is the same. The analogy between Cathy and her creator may help to designate what it is about literal nature that Bronte finds necessary (intentionally or not) to repress. Cathy represses nature as a representative of that in her which "is" Heathcliff, because, like anything that claims primacy in the psyche, it blocks her efforts to reimagine the past. This aspect of the analogy only confirms what the reader already knows about Bronte's avoidance of the literal in order not to let her own writing appear secondary. In this she is successful, because, even though nature is presented almost exclusively in overt figures, those figures give the reader the impression of a much more literal depiction of nature.
Cathy also represses the Heathcliff-nature complex because of the content of that primal memory, as well as because of its effect of primacy. The memory is cruel to her because it is a memory of cruelty, Heathcliff's and her own. The lapwing story shows that love and violence, love and death are identified in him and in the medium of their relationship; it gives her to herself suicidally.10 Nature, or the literal as it is represented by nature, appears to provoke a sim-
